The Universal Provider

contributed to Punch in 1893 entitled The Man from
Blankley's? represented the Universal Provider as sup-
plying guests on hire to fill vacant seats at dinner-
parties. The origin of this story can be traced to 1891,
when the Pall Mall Gazette, hearing that Whiteley was
doing business in this peculiar field at a charge of a
guinea a head per evening, sent a special lady com-
missioner to investigate in Westbourne Grove. She
commenced her task by adopting the name of Jenkin-
son, and writing to Whiteley as follows:

Mrs Jenkinson has been told by several lady friends that
Mr Whiteley occasionally supplies guests for parties. Will
Mr Whiteley kindly tell Mrs Jenkinson whether this is
correct ? Mrs Jenkinson is giving a party on Tuesday next,
and would be glad to secure the services of two or three
well-educated gentlemen to act as stopgaps.

Immediately there came back a reply:

Mr Whiteley presents his compliments to Mrs Jenkinson,
and in reply to her letter begs to state he will be very pleased
to furnish any gentlemen required for her party, and the fee
for each one would be <zis. He will be glad to hear by
return of post how many will be wanted.

The lady commissioner now pressed home her re-
quest :

Mrs Jenkinson will call on Mr Whiteley on Monday
afternoon to arrange about the gentlemen for her party.
Mrs Jenkinson would like if possible to see the gentlemen.
Unless they are fairly young, and able to talk and dance
well, she fears it would be no use engaging them.

In due course the lady commissioner visited the Uni-
versal Provider, and found herself in the presence of a

1 The play became a popular success when produced on the stage,
and has been frequently revived since, the last time being in 1930.

[232]